WHAT IS CLAIMED IS : 

1. \ A method of assisting users in evaluating items of an electronic catalog 



of items, the catalog accessible to users of an online store that provides services for 
allowing users to purchase items from the catalog, the method comprising the 
5 computer-implemented steps of: 

storing Contact information for at least some of the users of the store 
within a compute\ memory; 

identifying ak item to be displayed to a first user; 
identifying a sefcond user that has purchased the item; 
10 retrieving the conf^t information for the second user from the computer 

memory; and 

electronically notifyingNthe first user of the contact information of the 
second user to allow the first use\to communicate with the second user about 
the item. 

15 2. The method of Claim 1, wherein identifying the second user comprises: 

identifying a user community 91 which the first user is a member; and 
determining whether another/member of the community has purchased 
the item. 

3. The method of Claim ]/f wherein identifying an item to display to the 
first user comprises: 

identifying a community of which the first user is a member; and 
identifying an item that is popular within the community. 

4. The method oy Claim 3, wherein identifying an item that is popular 
within the community comprises identifying at least one item which, based on 

25 purchases made within the community relative to purchases made within a general 

user population, distingiushes the community from the general user population. 
*~)u\P \^^/^- ^tlt^xineAod of Claim 1, wherein electronically notifying comprises 
incorporating the contabt^nformation into a product detail page requested by the first 
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user. 
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6. The method of Claim 1, whjefein electronically notifying comprises 
sending to the first user an email messag^ which contains the contact information and 
a description of the product. 

7. The method of Claim 1, further comprising generating a data structure 
which maps items to users thm purchased the items. 

8. The method/of Claim 1, wherein the contact information includes an 
email alias for permitting anonymous communications. 

9. The method of Claim 1, further comprising presenting to users of the 
store at least one/option screen which permits users to authorize release of contact 

10 information to /other users on at least one of (a) a user-by-user basis, and (b) a 

community-by-community basis. 

10. The \ method of Claim 1, wherein the community is an implicit 
membership comrftraiib 

1 1 . Thtfrnjethod of Claim 1 0, wherein the implicit membership community 
15 is based on email adaSf esses of users. 

St-^ft fV^/^^' \ ^he met hod of Claim 1, wherein electronically notifying the first user 
of the contact information comprises presenting the first user an option to chat online 
with the second user. 

13. A system for assisting users of an online store in evaluating items of an 
20 electronic catalog of rtems, the system comprising: 

a data structure which maps items from the catalog to users that have 
purchased such items; and 

a process whick responds to an online request by a first user to view a 
description of an item Irom the catalog by at least (a) accessing the data 
25 structure to identify a second user that has purchased the item, and (b) 

displaying contact informatrtsm of the second user to the first user in 
conjunction with the descriptions 
P^$^\ 14. The system \f Claim 13, wherein the data structure maps items to users 
that purchased the items foneach of a plurality of communities, and the process uses 
30 the data structure to locate a Velio w community member that purchased the item. 
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15. The system of Claim 13, wherein the data structure contains the contact 
information of users. 

16. The syst&m of Claim 13, wherein the contact information includes email 



I v aliases for at least som^ of the users 



17. The system of Claim 13, wherein the contact information includes an 
option for the first user t© chat online with the second user. 

18. method of assisting a first user in evaluating a merchant, comprising: 
idehtifying a community of which the first is a member; 
identi^smg a second user that is a member of the community and that 

10 has engaged in bhsiness with the merchant; and 

electronicallySnotifying the first user of the contact information of the 
second user to allow thesfirst user to communicate with the second user about 
the merchant. 

19. The method of Claim 18, wherein the community is an implicit 
15 membership community. 

^^y^j20. The method if Claim 18, wherein the implicit membership community 
is based on email addresses |of users. 

21. The method off Claim 18, wherein electronically notifying comprises 
accessing a data structure which maps merchants to users that have engaged in 
business with such merchants\for each of a plurality of communities. 

22. The method of Claim 18, wierein the contact information includes an 
email alias for permitting anonymous cqfnmunications. 

23. The method of Claim 18/ wherein the merchant is a seller on an online 

• f 

auction Web site, and the first user is electronically notified of the second user in 
response to an action performed by me first user while browsing the Web site. 

24. The method of Claim 18, wherein electronically notifying the first user 
comprises presenting the first user an option to chat online with the second user. 
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